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There is a dearth of studies exploring the intersection of gender and disability within entrepreneurship 
research. This is despite women’s entrepreneurship research encouraging an expansion of the research 
questions asked and approaches taken. As a contribution to this debate this paper develops an 
understanding of gender and disability as social categorizations which can shape entrepreneurial 
opportunities and experiences for disabled women entrepreneurs.  
Design/methodology/approach 
The paper offers an intersectional conceptual lens for the study of disabled women entrepreneurs to 
explore a concern for a particular social group - women - at a neglected point of intersection – 
disability – within the social setting of entrepreneurship. Guided by the research question how can 
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gender and feminist disability theory contribute to the development of an intersectional theoretical 
lens for future entrepreneurship research?, the potential for new theoretical insights to emerge in the 
entrepreneurship field is identified. 
 
Findings  
Through a gender and disability intersectional lens for entrepreneurship research four theoretical 
synergies between gender and disability research are identified: the economic rationale; flexibility, 
individualism and meritocracy; and social and human capital. In addition to the theoretical synergies 
the paper highlights three theoretical variances: the anomalous body and bodily variation; sexuality, 
beauty and appearance; and multiple experiences of care as potentially generative areas for women’s 
entrepreneurship research. The paper identifies new directions for future gender, disability and 
entrepreneurship research by outlining research questions for each synergy and variance which draw 
attention to disabled women entrepreneurs’ experiences of choice and control within and across 
different spaces and processes of entrepreneuring.   
Originality  
The conceptual intersectional lens offered to study disabled women’s entrepreneurship highlights new 
directions for exploring experiences of entrepreneuring at the intersection of disability and gender.  
The paper brings disability into view as a social category that should be of concern to feminist 
entrepreneurship researchers by surfacing different dimensions of experience to those currently 
explored. Through the new directions outlined, future research can further disrupt the prevailing 
discourse of individualism and meritocracy that perpetuates success as an individual’s responsibility, 
and instead offer the potential for richer understandings of entrepreneuring which has a gender and 
disability consciousness. 





Despite women’s entrepreneurship research encouraging scholars to expand upon the questions asked 
and approaches taken (Ahl, 2006; Hughes et al., 2012); and the growing feminist disability studies 
(FDS) literature outlining the importance of including disabled women in feminist research and debates 
on intersectionality, there is a dearth of studies exploring the intersection of gender and disability within  
entrepreneurship research. Gender studies have made important contributions to the entrepreneurship 
field, yet significant challenges remain. The two challenges this paper will focus upon are, firstly, how 
women are positioned as lacking and deficit within the discourse of entrepreneurship (Ahl and Marlow, 
2012) and secondly, that disabled people’si experiences remain marginal to entrepreneurship research. 
This is despite both entrepreneurial and intersectional studies suggesting it is important to move away 
from conceptualizations of women as an homogeneous subject of analysis (Díaz García and Welter, 
2011; Godwyn and Stoddard, 2011; Welter, 2011, 2012), as this masks the differences between women 
who may simultaneously experience gender and other categories of social difference (Holvino, 2010).   
This paper responds to Ahl (2006), Fayolle et al. (2016) and Hughes et al.’s (2012) call to extend 
women’s entrepreneurship research agenda by addressing the need for further studies which explore 
non-traditional questions by taking a feminist constructionist approach committed to the inclusion of 
diverse voices. Within entrepreneurship studies, there are calls for greater critical, and in particular, 
feminist analysis (Ahl, 2006; Ahl and Marlow, 2012; Blackburn and Kovalainen, 2009; Eddleston and 
Powell, 2012; Marlow et al., 2009; Mirchandani, 1999; Welter, 2011). Bourne and Calás (2013) 
highlight the potential to advance the field by exploring the gendered nature of entrepreneurship and 
how gender is (re)produced within particular social contexts. This requires an understanding of gender 
as socially constructed to illuminate the relationship between gender, entrepreneurial complexities and 
different contexts in order to appreciate an entrepreneur’s agency and structural constraints which 
influence such contexts (Welter, 2011; 2012). This paper recognizes that entrepreneurship is not open 
and accessible to all, and develops a feminist approach to expose gendered and ableist practices to offer 
theoretical insights and avoid “a dead end” within the field (Ahl and Marlow, 2012, p. 555).  
4 
 
It is necessary to explore social categories as it is recognized they construct distinctions and differences 
which shape the spaces and places available to people and thereby make a difference to experiences and 
the construction of social relations (Mumby and Clair, 1997). However, the entrepreneurship field lacks 
research which explores such differences. Godwyn and Stoddard (2011) contend that gender and 
minority status shape entrepreneurial experiences, therefore further research is necessary whereby 
neither category is prioritized over another. This paper offers an intersectional approach to provide new 
theoretical insights to the entrepreneurship field which does not prioritize either category and recognizes 
the complexities that social interpretations of ‘gender’ and ‘disability’ have for future entrepreneurship 
studies.  Gender is a social practice (Bruni et al., 2004a; 2004b) which is (re)produced in everyday 
interactions (Acker, 1992). Yet (unconscious) societal interpretations conflate gender with sex, tying 
masculinities and femininities to the bodies of men and women respectively, thus leading to social role 
incongruence within the gendered process of entrepreneurship (Swail and Marlow, 2018). This paper 
understands disability from a social interpretation perspective (Author and Colleague, 2012) which 
acknowledges impairment as cognitive and physical variation from normative expectations (without 
any associated value judgement) (Thomas, 2007). Disability is recognized as the social marginalization 
of people living with impairment whose experiences are contextually (negatively) mediated by social, 
material or cultural influences (Author and Colleague, 2012).  
There are a limited number of studies which have focused upon disabled entrepreneurs and self-
employment (e.g. Pagán, 2009; Cooney, 2008; Pavey, 2006; Ipsen, et al., 2005; Boylan and Burchardt, 
2002) despite disabled people being more likely to be self-employed than non-disabled people (Boylan 
and Burchardt, 2002; Cooney, 2008). Kitchin et al., (1998) argue that those who do draw upon labour 
market government statistics, do not explore experiences of disability, thereby creating space for 
qualitative in-depth studies to explore experiences of disability within entrepreneurship. Nor do they 
address the particular experiences of disabled women entrepreneurs. Within the few studies exploring 
self-employment within the disability field disabled entrepreneurs are treated as a homogenous group 
of ‘disabled entrepreneur’, assumed to be predominantly male, perpetuating the gender-blind disability 
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literature (Jolly 2000) and masculine dominance within the entrepreneurship field (Ahl, 2002, 2006; 
Hamilton, 2013; Lewis, 2006; Mirchandani, 1999).  
The need for intersectional studies to facilitate positive social change is highlighted most pertinently 
by Shields (2008). She argues that intersectionality forces researchers to view the world from alternate 
perspectives, thereby pushing research agendas further, which in turn provides the supporting data to 
inform policy which creates the possibility for social change to occur. Kitching (2014) argues 
barrriers to entrepreneurship may be compounded by gender and his call for policy action on 
disability supports Shields’ (2008) feminist plea for greater intersectional research, as Shields 
emphasizes the need for disability to be explored alongside other measures to address the 
disadvantages experienced by incumbents of varying categories of difference.  
The research question which guides this study is how can gender and feminist disability theory 
contribute to the development of an intersectional theoretical lens for future entrepreneurship 
research? By surfacing different dimensions of experience to those currently explored in the field, this 
paper extends the debates on women’s entrepreneurship research by offering a theoretical 
intersectional disability and gender lens. The lens facilitates a consideration of contextual factors and 
highlights the potential for new insights to emerge in the women’s entrepreneurship field. The paper 
does so by firstly considering key issues within the extant women’s entrepreneurship research, 
highlighting current criticisms. The paper then outlines the conceptual potential of intersectional 
studies before exploring the feminist disability studies literature to identify key issues to incorporate 
in the intersectional lens. The paper draws to a close offering a contribution in the form of an 
intracategorical intersectional lens to surface theoretical synergies and variances at the intersection of 




Women’s entrepreneurship research:  Contemporary debates   
It is widely recognized that concepts of ‘entrepreneurship’ and ‘entrepreneur’ have been historically 
and culturally (re)produced on masculine terms (Ahl, 2002; Ahl and Marlow, 2012; Mirchandani, 1999; 
Bruni et al., 2004a, 2004b; Lewis, 2006, 2009). Consequently, women and men have learned to become 
entrepreneurs against the masculine norm.  The masculine norm is utilized as the “yardstick” 
(Mirchandani, 1999, p. 233) to measure the extent to which both women and men demonstrate 
‘successful’ – masculine – entrepreneurial traits and behaviours (Mirchandani, 1999; Simpson and 
Lewis, 2005). This presents a paradox for women as they are never able to fit in as they embody 
difference and jolt assumptions of what is deemed acceptable entrepreneuring within a female body 
(Ahl and Marlow, 2012). Hughes et al. (2012) outline three key criticisms of the extant literature: an 
overreliance upon the economic growth argument, an individualistic orientation and the dominance of 
objectivist studies.  This paper uses Hughes et al.’s (2012) framework, and Ahl’s 2006 seminal study, 
as heuristic tools to consider the implications of the economic growth rationale; individualism; 
objectivist studies and sex comparison studies (Ahl, 2006) to set the context upon which an 
intersectional lens is developed for entrepreneurship research. 
Economic growth rationale  
The economic growth rationale positions women as an “untapped pool of entrepreneurial talent” 
(Marlow, 2006, p. 399) which, if utilized, has the potential to secure economic vibrancy (DTI, 2003; 
Harding, 2007). Consequently, the economic growth argument has been given precedence over other 
drivers for women entering entrepreneurship such as flexibility, work life balance, and independence. 
However, despite both women and men being inclined to start-up and run small businesses, a non-
growth orientation, deemed to be non-entrepreneurial and inferior (Lewis, 2006) is positioned as a 
women’s problem (Ahl, 2006; Lewis, 2006; Lee-Gosselin and Grise, 1990). There has been much 
support for the need, and availability of, entrepreneurship studies focusing upon financial performance 
of women’s businesses (Ahl, 2006; de Bruin et al., 2007). The unfortunate consequence of the financial 
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focus has resulted in alternative research questions and approaches being silenced (Hughes et al., 2012) 
or suppressed.  
Individualism and meritocracy 
The predominance of an individualistic orientation both theoretically and methodologically (Ahl, 2006; 
Ahl and Marlow, 2012; Hughes et al., 2012) has resulted in contextual and historical constraints being 
overlooked, perpetuating the gendered nature of the field (Ahl, 2006). A liberal feminist perspective 
might argue that if a gender neutral perspective was adopted, then women would be able to access the 
same opportunities as men (Ahl, 2006; Marlow and Patton, 2005). This position draws upon discourses 
of meritocracy and individualism which refute claims of gendered contexts, preventing women from 
attributing their experiences to “collectively experienced barriers” (Kelan 2008, p. 435). Meritocracy 
also assumes individualism, understood to suggest individuals’ free choice and control over both their 
personal and professional lives (Kelan, 2008) with opportunities for both success and failure. Merit, 
therefore, enables the exercise of individualism where the assessment of an entrepreneur is based upon 
objective criteria of personal input and effort (Kumra, 2010; Lewis, 2006). Whilst this has been a strong 
discourse in the literature, merit is now recognized as a gendered concept, where the profile of 
individuals who have been successful in the past determines the profile for those who are successful in 
the future, and any deviance from this norm is overlooked, devalued and invisible (Kumra, 2010). A 
theoretical patriarchal backcloth is understood to precede individual choice and dictate the limits against 
which an individual may attempt to exercise their agency (Thomas and Linstead, 2002). Consequently, 
this perspective would perpetuate associations of success with men whilst positioning women’s 
continued inequality as a result of their individual lack of merit or motivation to take advantage of the 
opportunities presented, thereby absolving the privileged group of any responsibility (Lewis, 2004). 
This serves to disguise the continued gendered nature of entrepreneurship as “women are held 
accountable for structural circumstances beyond their control” (Ahl and Marlow, 2012, p. 545).   
McRobbie (2015) argues there has been a renewed emphasis on individualism. She suggests that 
women’s success is based on an illusion of control – at home, work and family – and idea of ‘the 
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perfect’, an aspirational idea of the good life. As Gerodetti and McNaught-Davis (2017) also highlight, 
the post feminism/neo liberal perspective maintains this discourse,  positioning success as individuals’ 
responsibility to apply sufficient effort and make appropriate choices, thus maintaining the ideal of the 
self-made subject. The reliance upon a discourse of individualism conceals other categories of 
difference, positioning all women as having the same opportunities and resources, perpetuating the neo 
liberal individualism understanding that success is premised on choice, effort and success (Gerodetti 
and McNaught-Davis, 2017). This neo liberal narrative is harmful (McRobbie, 2015) as it affords power 
structures of gender and disability invisibility, therefore the shortcomings are attributed to individuals 
rather than social structures (Ahl, 2006). This paper argues that entrepreneuring is too often assumed to 
be open to all, failing to acknowledge the gendered restrictions placed upon women (Ahl and Marlow, 
2012), and as this study adds, upon disabled women.  
Objectivist studies  
Hughes et al. (2012) argue that the dominance of objectivist ontology and epistemology within studies 
of women entrepreneurs contributes to rendering masculine dominance invisible and serves to 
essentialize women and men. Such studies fail to acknowledge the social construction of gender and 
gendered expectation or to recognize how the different social contexts in which women are located have 
implications for their perceived success. Objectivist orientated studies fail to distinguish between sex 
category and gender behaviour (Messerschmidt, 2009), relying upon an understanding of gender as 
biologically determined, whereas constructionist perspectives conceptualize gender as any expected or 
perceived differences between women and men to be socially, or culturally learned, mediated or 
constructed (Sunderland, 2004). Constructionist approaches are concerned with how assumptions about 
the principles, values, and attributes which are associated with masculinity and femininity have 
implications for people who are assigned as man or woman (Alvesson and Billing, 2009). As a category 
of social relations, gender is also recognized to be hierarchical with social locations of One and Other 
(de Beauvoir, 1972). One of the binary pair is recognized as the norm, and associated attributes and 
values establish social norms, to the negation and marginalization of those people considered Other. It 
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is recognized that this social ordering of relations is embedded within expectations and responses to 
entrepreneurship (Ogbor, 2000). 
Sex comparisons 
Finally, the abundance of sex comparison studies within women’s entrepreneurship research (Marlow 
et al., 2009), measure psychological, trait, behavioural differences (Ahl 2006; de Bruin et al., 2007) and 
different motivations and barriers (Simpson and Lewis, 2005) between men and women. This serves to 
perpetuate the perception of essentializing differences between women and men entrepreneurs by 
continually treating them as homogenous subjects (Diaz Garcia et al., 2011; Welter, 2011, 2012). 
Roomi et al. (2009) argue that the field has become characterized by the challenges women face, in 
particular family responsibilities and a lack of financial, social and human capital which are cited as 
key reasons for poor performance and growth. For over two decades flexibility has been noted as a 
central motivating factor for women to enter entrepreneurship to fit working activities around family 
commitments e.g. from Brush (1992) to Eddleston and Powell (2012). However, this understanding 
essentializes and perpetuates women as the primary carer assuming that all women are driven by a 
narrow set of familial concerns (Lewis, 2009). For women’s entrepreneurship studies to develop 
theoretically, a move beyond the essentialist, or functionalist, paradigm is required in order to include 
more qualitative and reflexive approaches (Blackburn and Kovalainen, 2009), which explore 
entrepreneurship as a cultural phenomenon (Bruni et al., 2004a, 2004b). Ahl (2006) contends future 
research must capture the richer aspects of women’s entrepreneuring by exploring issues which account 
for the broader social context and how gendering is (re)constructed, which resonates with the feminist 
perspective and understanding of gender within this paper. Furthermore, this paper appreciates 
Blackburn and Kovalainen’s (2009, p.132) encouragement of scholars to engage in reflexivity to 
increase understanding of how “linguistic, social, political and institutional forces come together to 
generate knowledge in small business and management research”, to understand relations between 
contexts (Welter, 2011, 2012) and how gender and minority status may shape entrepreneurial 
experiences (Godwyn and Stoddard, 2011).  
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Cognizant of the above criticisms and proposed ways of developing the field, it is imperative that new 
theoretical insights and alternative ontological and epistemological perspectives are valued within 
women’s entrepreneurship research. Whilst including women within entrepreneurship studies has 
served to recompense women’s exclusion (Simpson and Lewis, 2005) and place them firmly “on the 
enterprise map” (Marlow et al., 2009, p. 140), comparative studies have failed to challenge the gendered 
understanding of entrepreneur and entrepreneurship. Greater attention is therefore required to explicate 
power relations within women’s entrepreneurship research by acknowledging contextual, historical and 
socio-cultural influences (Chell and Baines, 1998). Appreciating gender as a socially constructed 
category of social relations (Fayolle et al., 2016) enables the exploration of gendered language use and 
how this sustains masculine hegemony, affecting the potential opportunities and experiences of 
entrepreneurship and research.   
Hughes et al. (2012), extending Ahl (2006), suggest there is a need to ask different (non-traditional) 
questions within the field by outlining alternative questions and approaches. It is within this spirit, and 
Hughes et al.’s (2012) framework, that this paper proposes the inclusion of an additional category of 
difference to analyse experiences of entrepreneurship to provide new directions for entrepreneurship 
research.  Despite disabled people being more likely to be self-employed than non-disabled people 
(Boylan and Burchardt, 2002; Cooney, 2008), there is a surprising lack of studies focusing upon 
disabled entrepreneurs and self-employment (e.g.Cooney, 2008; Pavey, 2006). This paper contributes 
to addressing this gap through an intersectional gender and disability lens as an approach which fits 
within Hughes et al.’s (2012) call for non-traditional questions, contextual explanations and 
constructionist approaches. This paper contends that whilst disability has been included within some 
entrepreneurship research, such studies have failed to account for recent reconceptualizations of 
disability, or the implications of heterogeneity between women, despite this being surfaced as an 
important consideration in context sensitive entrepreneurship research (e.g. Godwyn and Stoddard, 
2011; Welter, 2011, 2012). To demonstrate this gap the paper now reviews entrepreneurship studies 
which incorporate disability. 
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Studies of entrepreneurship and disability 
Whilst the disability and entrepreneurship literature has explored the concept of entrepreneur, it is 
limited to a focus upon an individualistic conceptualization (Cooney, 2008); neglecting different 
contexts and the complexities this brings to experiences of entrepreneurship. Pavey (2006) for example 
problematizes entrepreneurship studies through a critique of the use of the concept of capital, arguing 
it is premised upon an individualistic understanding, which fails to consider the impact of disability on 
the potential to develop capital. 
It is recognized that social inclusion, including access to employment and social activities, contributes 
to social capital which correlates to positive outcomes (Blackmore, 2007; Williams et al., 2011). 
However disabled people face a range of barriers to inclusion in social activities (Williams et al., 2011), 
gaining educational qualifications and maintaining employment (Burchardt, 2000, 2003; Foster, 2007; 
Harlan and Robert, 1998; Pavey, 2006), all of which are recognized as necessary to offer opportunities 
for the development and deployment of capital. 
A number of studies raise a concern for the negative impact of disability upon business performance. 
Whilst some studies consider financing of disadvantaged entrepreneurs (Rouse and Jayawarna, 2006), 
and microfinance services used by disabled people in developing countries (Beisland and Mersland, 
2012; De Klerk, 2008), there is a suggestion that disability is a burden for entrepreneurship more 
generally. For example in the UK, the Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) exemption for small 
businesses with 20 employees or less suggested disability was perceived as an unreasonable burden for 
smaller sized SME employers who constituted 95% of employers at the time (Goss and Goss, 1998).   
Cooney (2008) argues that disability is the forgotten minority within studies of entrepreneurship even 
though disabled people are more likely than non-disabled people to be self-employed (Boylan and 
Burchardt, 2002; Cooney, 2008). Given these higher rates of self-employment for disabled people, there 
is a real need to encourage a disability research agenda (Pagán, 2009) and thereby inform 
entrepreneurship policy recognizing the diversity of impairments (Kitching, 2014), which Shields 
(2008) argues will facilitate social change. This agenda is also supported by Boylan and Burchardt’s 
12 
 
(2002) earlier UK study which also notes higher rates of self-employment for disabled women (8% 
compared to 6% for non-disabled women) and men (18% compared to 14% for non-disabled men). 
Niekerk et al.’s (2006) study suggests disabled entrepreneurs’ motivation is more out of necessity to 
overcome dissatisfaction, gain greater flexibility and empowerment beyond that available in standard 
employment.  
To address the disabled entrepreneurship literature gap, this paper draws on the feminist disability 
studies (FDS) literature to identify contextual and conceptual factors which are not yet addressed within 
the women’s entrepreneurship field. In doing so this paper outlines an intersectional approach which 
recognizes  gender and disability as shaping opportunities for entrepreneurship, an approach to which 
this paper now turns before outlining our understanding of disability and key insights from FDS.  
An intersectional approach 
Since Crenshaw’s (1991) call for the need to explore multiple categories of social difference (e.g. gender 
and race), the intersection of such categories has become a growing area of interest in feminist studies 
to explore the multiple dimensions and complexities of the ways in which categorizations are 
constructed, as well as the experiences of incumbents of these categorizations (McCall, 2005). 
Subsequent intersectional studies have focused upon categorizations such as race, gender and class 
(Holvino, 2010), Islam, gender and ethnicity (Essers and Benschop 2009), and ethnicity, gender and 
race (Healy et al., 2011). However, disability as a social category remains under explored since Zanoni’s 
(2011) study of gender, disability and age in an automotive factory. This may be because disability is a 
recent addition to organization studies research concerned with the theorization of social categories of 
difference (Author and colleague, 2012).   
 
McCall’s (2005) outline of different approaches to intersectionality is drawn upon to develop an 
intersectional conceptual lens which includes disability for studies of women entrepreneurship and to 
inform the conceptual framework of this paper. McCall (2005) suggests three broad intersectional 
approaches categorized as: anticategorical, intercategorical and intracategorical complexity. 
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Anticategorical approaches focus upon critiquing categories through deconstruction as the complexities 
of social life are thought to be irreducible. This means understanding social categories as nothing more 
than social fictions which through their creation and use produce social inequalities. Secondly, 
intercategorical complexity approaches use existing social categories for analytic purposes to 
understand and effect changes in inequality for different social groups “among social groups and 
changing configurations of inequality along multiple and conflicting dimensions” (McCall, 2005, p. 
1773).  Thirdly, intracategorical approaches are critical and questioning of processes of category 
construction whilst also recognizing that the categories represent enduring relationships, through a 
focus on “social groups at neglected points of intersection” (McCall, 2005, p. 1774).   
This paper draws upon the intracategorical approach in the construction of the conceptual lens for the 
study of disabled women entrepreneurship and takes forward two of the three foci often explored in 
early studies using such an approach. That is, it explores a concern for a particular social group 
(women) at a “neglected point of intersection” (disability) within “a particular social setting” 
(entrepreneurship) (McCall 2005, p. 1780). The strength of this perspective, McCall (2005) suggests, 
is to provide insights into the experiences of social relations for the social group concerned, 
particularly when taken forward through case studies which provide an understanding of variation 
over homogeneity, and complexities and differences in experiences within the group as well as 
between the group and others. This is particularly useful when exploring the experiences of disabled 
women as there may be significant variation in the impairments disabled women live with, which 
shape their expectations, requirements, and approaches to negotiating (Author and Colleague, 2012) 
entrepreneurship contexts. Reflecting other intracategorical approaches (McCall, 2005) the social 
categories of women and disabled are used with scepticism in this paper, maintaining a concern for 
how these categories of social relations are produced and the effects they have upon the opportunities 
and experiences of incumbents of such categorizations.  
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Having outlined key issues in the women’s entrepreneurship literature and our understanding of 
intersectionality, the paper further expands the conceptualization of disability, impairment and ableism, 
before turning to the key contributions from FDS research.  
 
Social interpretation of disability  
As outlined in the introduction, this paper draws upon a social interpretation of disability which 
interprets impairment as bodily and cognitive variation and disability as the social marginalization of 
people living with impairment. Historically, a medical/individualized interpretation of disability has 
been the dominant discourse of disability which interprets disability as a consequence of physical or 
cognitive impairment, requiring rehabilitation in order to achieve social inclusion (Oliver, 1983, 1990). 
This interpretation is critiqued as conforming to non-disabled ideals of ‘being normal’ (Oliver, 2009).  
 
The social interpretation of disability similarly shifts attention away from impairment as the source of 
disability towards a critique of the social relations and practices that assume able-bodiedness and thus 
marginalize disabled people (Campbell, 2009), using the concept of ableism to express the assumption 
of non-disability as an organizing norm (Author and Colleague, 2012). Ableism is a recent addition to 
studies of disability adding a concern for the “ideas, practices, institutions and social relations that 
presume ablebodiedness and position disability as inability” (Author and Colleague, 2012, p. 171).  
 
The social interpretation outlined here suggests impairments are not deficits (Gray, 2009), but legitimate 
differences (Overboe, 1999) which shape disabled people’s work related organizing requirements. The 
onus is thus upon the organizational context to include disabled people’s impairment related 
requirements rather than to expect disabled people to seek remedial action such as making adjustments 
to current practices on an adhoc basis, which fails to challenge ableist assumptions of the normative 
(non-disabled) body. This social interpretation therefore focuses attention on how ableism shapes 
opportunities for work (and by extension entreprenurship) and suggests there is an obligation to enable 
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disabled people “in their project of being bodily present, acknowledged, accommodated and enabled … 
in organizational life” (Cockburn, 1991, p. 212). 
 
In developing this intracategorical lens for entrepreneurship it is necessary to be critical of concepts 
such as disability as a means of defining a group of people (Author and Colleague, 2012). This approach 
echoes feminist concerns to develop a common language to explain experience whilst simultaneously 
cautioning against being overly tied to categorizations which can become fixed and therefore potentially 
totalizing and homogenizing (Shildrick, 2009). Concepts such as woman/disabled are problematic, but 
also necessary as a means of being able to talk about the experiences of people who are socially 
classified through these terms (McCall, 2005; Shildrick, 2009). This paper suggests the answer is to 
adopt a temporal approach which is sensitive to these complexities, refutes fixed and bounded 
categorizations and queries the normative paradigms which shape the social imaginary (Shildrick, 
2009). This reflects an appreciation that disability is socio-historically contextual (Shildrick, 2009) and 
facilitates a deeper understanding of disability as constructed and negated difference inextricably bound 
to assumptions of ableism. It is therefore necessary to critique the normative assumptions underpinning 
organizing processes of entrepreneurship to understand how disability is constructed as a negated 
difference to facilitate feminist intersectional studies of women’s entrepreneurship. To do so the paper 
turns first to contextualizing the FDS relationship to broader feminist theorizing and mainstream 
disability theorizing.  
Feminist Disability Studies  
Whilst it has been long recognized by FDS scholars that feminist theorizing and praxis needs to 
incorporate and address disability (Morris, 1993a; Rohrer, 2005), there remains scope for research to 
engage with FDS to develop new research agendas which incorporate disabled women’s experience 
(Thomas, 2006). Within Disability Studies FDS scholars also identified mainstream disability research 
has been overly centred on the social and economic exclusion of disabled people and “the experience 
of disabled men...[as] representative of the disabled experience in general” (Morris, 1993b, p.85). This 
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focus marginalized accounts of experience and maintained a private/public divide, which FDS scholars 
identified as problematic as it excluded a range of issues disabled women felt were important to address. 
This paper therefore draws upon the FDS critique of both wider feminist studies and mainstream 
disability studies to explore issues which are important to the development of an intersectional lens on 
entrepreneurship to challenge assumptions which contribute to disabled women experiencing 
difficulties in gaining access to entrepreneurial opportunities and economic security. To do so we 
further develop the social interpretation of disability outlined above for entrepreneurship research by 
drawing key issues from the FDS literature through three key themes. Firstly the move from macro to 
micro perspectives to incorporate the anomalous body by including experiences of impairment; 
secondly to argue for the legitimization of multiple experiences of care in the social sphere and thirdly 
to the theme of sexuality, beauty and appearance. 
 
The anomalous body through experiences of impairment 
 Mainstream disability research has historically emphasized the impact of economic structures and how 
these contributed to disabled people’s economic exclusion (Burchardt, 2000). This macro level analysis 
reflects disability studies’ critique of capitalist social and economic structures as a contributing factor 
to disabled people’s marginalization (Oliver, 1990). Feminist scholars argue however, that a macro 
level focus contributes to the private/public divide in disability theorizing (Morris, 1993a, 1993b; 
Thomas, 1999) and led to the exclusion of experiences of impairment from disability theorizing 
(Begum, 1992; Crow, 1996; French, 1993; Thomas, 1999, 2001). Fawcett (2000, p. 119) suggests this 
macro perspective reinforces a view which omits difference between disabled people and re-asserts a 
“male-orientated...sameness”, in theorizing which fails to "unsettle notions that some areas of social 
life are ‘private’ or ‘presocial’” (Thomas, 1999, p. 69).  
Highlighting experiences of impairment as a social as well as a subjective experience (Goodley, 2001) 
is therefore a necessary inclusion to the theoretical focus of intracategorical research in entrepreneurship 
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studies. As Hughes (2007, p. 678) explains “impairment is the vantage point from which disabled people 
see the world” therefore understanding disabled people as knowledge producers whose experiences can 
inform theoretical developments is essential (Campbell, 2009; Hughes, 2007; Oliver, 1983, 1990, 1996; 
Thomas, 2007). Recognizing the legitimacy of impairment effects requires future feminist 
entrepreneurship research to acknowledge what women entrepreneurs “seek to have recognized and 
mainstreamed within their organizing contexts” (Author and Colleague, 2015, p. 130). 
Legitimizing care in the social sphere  
The social and political organization of care is historically associated almost exclusively with women 
who perform caring responsibilities within the private family context, an issue which has progressively 
become a societal ethical concern (Gherardi and Rodeschini, 2016; Kittay et al., 2005). However, the 
critique of women as largely responsible for the care of others has failed to account for disabled women 
who are sometimes recipients of such care for their impairment related requirements (Morris, 1991, 
1993c, 1996). This reflects a broader critique that disabled people’s impairment related self-care is an 
everyday aspect of experience which is unacknowledged in the public sphere, particularly in relation to 
work (Barnes and Mercer, 2005). Care is not only an issue of “taking care of another”, but also that 
humans “are selves oriented to others”, who offer and require solicitous care (attentiveness, considerate 
and careful treatment) (Gherardi and Rodeschini (2016, p. 2). Rather than perceiving care as a burden, 
an orientation and acceptance of the need for solicitous care is a core element of being human. Caring 
in this sense is a necessary “organizational competence” enacted through everyday activities as a 
collective achievement (Gherardi and Rodeschini, 2016, p. 266).   
This suggests moving the logic of care from the private to the public sphere alongside a general 
orientation towards solicitude to acknowledge disabled women entrepreneurs’ multi-faceted 
experiences of care which differ from non-disabled women; as care-givers,  care-recipients (from others 
including health care specialists) and/or care-takers in respect of their own impairment related 
requirements. Such requirements may entail high levels of flexibility for disabled women entrepreneurs; 
in their work remits, factoring in time to the working day for impairment related self-care, or flexibility 
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from those with whom disabled women work within entrepreneurship contexts. As such the logic of 
caring can become inscribed in practices moving it from the private to the public sphere of 
entrepreneuring, legitimizing the impairment related needs of disabled women entrepreneurs as well as 
an orientation to care to counter the neoliberal logic of choice (Gherardi and Rodeschini, 2016; Mol, 
2008).   
Sexuality, beauty and appearance 
Whilst the impaired body’s requirements has lacked social codification, disabled people’s bodies are 
simultaneously, highly scrutinized, regulated and shaped through social practices (Garland-Thomson, 
2002; Tremain, 2005), particularly around issues of sexuality (Shildrick, 2009). This paper contends 
patriarchy and assumed heterosexuality are as equally important for disabled women as women in 
general, although this manifests in different ways. As noted above, gender is understood as the expected 
or perceived differences between women and men which are socially constructed, reflecting 
assumptions about principles, values, and attributes associated with femininity and masculinity 
(Alvesson and Billing, 2009).  It is also argued that “formally desexualized” organizational life is 
imbued with sexuality (Fleming, 2007, p. 239) which plays a central role to power relations in 
organizational life (Burrell, 1984: Burrell and Hearn, 1989).   
If sexuality is an integral element of gendered assumptions, disability complicates the principles, values, 
and attributes associated with gender, sex and femininity.  It is argued that disabled people are 
desexualized (Begum, 1992; Shakespeare et al., 1996; Campbell, 2017), yet simultaneously seen as 
hypersexual/deviant, or objects of fetishism (Liddiard, 2011; Shakespeare et al., 1996), exceeding, or 
transgressing the parameters of assumed heteronormative expectations (Shildrick, 2009). Disabled 
women are disempowered by sexual norms associated with femininity as their impaired bodies distance 
them from feminine ideals, even if they continue to uphold these ideals for their own sexual identities 
(Liddiard, 2011). Disabled women therefore have to work to (re)claim sexual identities in the public 
sphere, and manage non-disabled voyeurism and curiosity in social interactions; surfacing the 
complexities generated through a theoretical lens of disability, gender and sexuality. This is important 
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as it is argued that our sense of self is tied up with acting out sexuality as “the capacities of the body 
and psyche are given meaning only in social relations” (Weeks, 1986, p. 15). Sexuality is therefore 
recognized as an ordinary public process and an aspect of body politics which is intimately tied up with 
gender power im/balances (Burrell and Hearn, 1989). This literature highlights the importance of 
sexuality for disabled women entrepreneurs in surfacing how sexuality and gender are intertwined, with 
implications for the potential to negotiate gendered expectations when entrepreneuring. 
Garland-Thomson (2002) identifies a further dimension that this paper suggests is important to 
intersectional entrepreneurship; the regulation of women’s and disabled people’s bodies and how this 
extends from medicalizing the body to beauty norms associated with personal appearance. Having been 
historically perceived as sick or abnormal, disabled people have been subjected to high levels of medical 
intervention to remedy their ‘deviant’ bodies (Garland-Thomson, 2002). FDS focuses on denaturalizing 
standardized assumptions of normality through an acceptance of bodily variation and by adopting a 
criticality towards corrective measures such as reconstructive surgery which reproduce and reinforce 
expectations of normality. Whilst women in general are recognized to be subjected to sexist 
expectations to conform with Western beauty norms (Forbes et al., 2007),  such beauty norms, as an 
aspect of the politics of appearance, can be internalized as personal inadequacy by disabled women 
when they are perceived to not meet such norms (Rohrer, 2005). This is particularly so when 
impairments are visible (Garland-Thomson, 2002). Incorporating these issues into feminist 
entrepreneurship would go some way to politicizing appearance and recognizing that social 
discrimination is connected to the de/valuing of particular forms of women’s appearance with material 
consequences.  
 
A gender and disability intersectional lens for entrepreneurship  
This paper has explored key themes and criticisms within women’s entrepreneurship research and FDS 
which brings disability into view as a social category of concern to feminist entrepreneurship 
researchers, by surfacing different dimensions of experience to those currently explored in the field. As 
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Thomas (2006) suggests, disability should not be nominally included as a difference amongst other 
differences which then receives little sustained analysis. This paper argues that the issues raised address 
calls in feminist entrepreneurship studies to provide spaces for alternative research approaches and 
questions to emerge (Fayolle et al., 2016; Hughes et al., 2012). By moving beyond neo liberal 
understanding of success, premised upon merit, choice and the ‘illusion of control’ (Gerodetti and 
McNaught-Davis, 2017), the influence of social structures can be brought into view (Ahl, 2006; Fayolle 
et al., 2016; McRobbie, 2015) to challenge gendered understandings of entrepreneurship. 
The paper connects with calls for entrepreneurship to be understood as a cultural phenomenon (Bruni 
et al., 2004a, 2004b) enabling a critique of the strong association between entrepreneurship and 
masculinities and moves towards a relational understanding of entrepreneurship as an emergent process. 
This appreciates that entrepreneurship is not an individualistic endeavour, as opportunities and 
assessments of those engaging in entrepreneurial activities are contextually influenced and shaped 
through the gendered social order (Ahl, 2006; Chell and Baines, 1998; Kumra, 2010; Lewis, 2006). 
This gendered understanding helps us to appreciate women’s place on the margins in society which is 
reflected within entrepreneurial opportunities and activities.  
The intersectional approach suggested by this paper reflects calls for entrepreneurship research to be 
reflexive (Blackburn and Kovalainen, 2009) by problematizing individualized and medicalized 
approaches to disability, offering a social interpretation and adopting McCall’s (2005) intracategorical 
approach. This approach examines the intersections of women, disabled and entrepreneurs, and 
privileges variation over homogeneity, complexities and differences in experiences between women as 
well as with others, and encourages scepticism of the ways in which the categories women and disabled 
are (re)produced and experienced in the context of entrepreneurship.  This paper suggests adequate 
exploration of the experiences of disabled women entrepreneurs at the intersection (McCall, 2005) 
requires engagement with FDS which surfaces different dimensions of women’s experiences beyond 
feminist critiques of entrepreneurship as well as acknowledging shared theoretical concerns.  
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This review offers a gender and disability intersectional lens for entrepreneurship which identifies new 
directions for entrepreneurship research. Through an intracategorical lens of gender and disability the 
key issues identified from feminist entrepreneurship and feminist disability studies problematize 
language and homogeneity of categories of differences which make a difference (Mumby and Clair, 
1997). Through the lens four theoretical synergies and three theoretical variances are identified (see 
figure 1). 
(INSERT FIGURE 1) 
Theoretical synergies  
The four theoretical synergies identified are: economic rationale, flexibility, individualism and 
meritocracy, and social and human capital.  These synergies are often cited and explored as motivations 
for encouraging more women to engage in entrepreneurship but there is little research exploring the 
everyday manifestations of how the synergies are experienced within entrepreneurship. Furthermore, 
exploring the importance of the synergies for disabled women entrepreneurs has the potential to 
highlight similarities and differences which will further explicate the complexities of disabled women’s 
entrepreneurship experiences as well as extend and contribute to the broader feminist entrepreneurship 
agenda.  This paper offers questions for further research for each of the identified synergies (drawn 
together in Table 1) to encourage scholars to disrupt the power structures shaping disabled women’s 
experiences of entrepreneuring. 
Firstly, despite the economic rationale being a topic that has already gained great coverage in both 
women entrepreneurship and disability studies fields, further exploration of how this is manifest within 
women’s experiences of entrepreneuring will facilitate research from a different position which does 
not assume economic reasons as a main driver or indeed of how entrepreneurial success is interpreted.  
Instead, exploring how an economic rationale influences the choices and decisions made, as well as 
explicating the extent of control disabled women have over their economic experiences would provide 
new insight.  
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Secondly, flexibility is a further synergy that is often cited as a main driver for women and disabled 
people entering entrepreneurship. How disabled women experience flexibility in their everyday realities 
will provide an understanding of its importance as well as where and how this can be accomplished. 
Understanding how disabled women make sense of this in relation to their choices to enter 
entrepreneurship and the control they experience within this space will extend knowledge of this well 
cited driver.  
Thirdly, problematizing the prevailing discourses of individualism and meritocracy within the 
intersection of gender and disability in entrepreneurship disrupts the neoliberal/post-feminist position 
of choice, control and merit being determined by individual effort. Rather, it opens up a space from 
which to explore how discourses of individualism and meritocracy manifest within disabled women’s 
experiences of entrepreneuring. Furthermore, exploration of how disabled women construct perceived 
choice, control and merit, and, in what spaces, processes and conditions these occur would extend our 
understanding of their entrepreneuring experiences.  
The final synergy and suggested area of research is the further study of various forms of capital 
(including social and human capital) in terms of how it is developed and maintained by disabled women 
through entrepreneuring, would offer new insights. Exploring the potential to research this through the 
inclusion of additional categories of difference (for example social class) would enable an appreciation 
of how social structures shape and influence entrepreneuring experiences and attempt to further disrupt 
the masculine norm in entrepreneurship. 
The research questions these synergies generate appreciate that success is socially constructed based on 
an illusion of control and an aspirational idea of a good life (McRobbie, 2015). Exploring how each 
synergy is manifest within disabled women’s experiences of entrepreneuring will help illuminate 
constraints which might otherwise remain invisible. In particular, research questions which focus on 
disabled women’s sense making of their entrepreneuring choices and how each synergy influenced that 
choice will elucidate how much perceived control disabled women have within and through varying 
spaces and processes.  In doing so, future research can begin to disrupt the prevailing discourse of 
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individualism and meritocracy that perpetuates success as individuals’ responsibility, and instead offer 
richer understandings of entrepreneuring which has a gender and disability consciousness.   
The paper now turns to summise the theoretical variances identified through feminist disability studies 
to further extend the problematization of the masculinist discourse of entrepreneurship.  
Theoretical variances 
Through the FDS literature additional concerns, or variances, which are otherwise absent in the 
women’s entrepreneurship literature have been identified: the anomalous body and bodily variation; 
multiplicity and simultaneity in experiences of care; and the scrutinized body. Considering how these 
variances impact upon disabled women entrepreneurs’ expectations of their organizing contexts will 
prove to be generative in expanding a contextual approach to women’s entrepreneurship.  
This paper suggests that disability and ableism as a social category should be brought into view as 
relational, and mutually constitutive (Author and Colleague, 2012; Price and Shildrick, 2002) to 
appreciate the extent to which disability has historically been constructed as Other. This identifies 
assumed non-disability (ableism) as an organizing norm which has remained invisible to scrutiny. This 
orientation suggests the first variance of anomalous body and bodily variation by incorporating 
experiences of impairment for the gender and disability lens on entrepreneurship. This is recognized as 
helping to break a private/public divide for disabled women which has previously negated their 
experiences of the social world; argued to be imbricated by impairment (Campbell, 2009).  
The second variance this paper has established is that disabled women can experience care in multiple 
and simultaneous ways: as care-providers within maternal or familial roles, but also as care-recipients, 
and as self-carers of impairment related requirements. While mainstream feminist literature has 
highlighted entrepreneurial activities as offering women flexibility as care providers (Author and 
Colleague, 2009) the implications of this for disabled women and of multiple and complex caring for 
their entrepreneurial activities is not yet understood. Therefore, exploring how disabled women move 
between and within processes of care and be acceptable, legitimate, and successful within 
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entrepreneuring is an important consideration. Contextualizing this within an approach which 
recognizes solicitous care might facilitate the acceptance of disabled women’s needs around these forms 
of bodily care as an important element to creating a more relational entrepreneurial environment.  A 
relational approach is premised upon a concern for how individuals might orientate themselves to 
others, which would be beneficial in entrepreneurship contexts and contribute to challenging what 
success might look like through an acceptance of bodily variation and associated care needs, and 
enabling disabled women entrepreneurs to be ‘more bodily present’ (Cockburn, 1991).  
The third variance relevant for disabled women is the scrutinized body, incorporating sexuality, beauty 
and appearance. Whilst sexuality has been shown to underpin normative gender expectations, and even 
be a defining organizational quality (Hearn and Parkin, 1987/1995, 2001), this paper suggests gendered 
appearance norms are potentially problematic for disabled women (Begum, 1992; Liddiard, 2011, 
2014).  Liberal feminist perspectives often adopt a gender neutral approach to entrepreneurship (Ahl, 
2006; Marlow and Patton, 2005), therefore raising sexuality in the women’s entrepreneurship literature 
may sit uneasily alongside mainstream concerns. However, this paper aligns with the view that gender 
and sexuality are fundamental to how people relate (Hearn and Parkin, 2001), and are therefore central 
concerns for a contextualized research agenda in the entrepreneurship field.  
Future research could investigate the impact of perceptions of appearance on everyday interactions for 
disabled women entrepreneurs’ ability to perform appropriate gender and entrepreneuring expectations 
(Bartky, 1990; Hall, 2001; West and Zimmerman, 2009).  Specifically, how do disabled women 
construct their entrepreneurial identities in relation to success and what this might look and feel like 
when they embody differences from the male and able norm? Furthermore, how do disabled women 
manage and/or negotiate their sexuality and beauty to be acceptable, legitimate and successful in 
entrepreneuring? This adds to the recognition of the impact of sexuality in work organizations and 




There is significant potential to explore and provide further understanding of how disabled women 
entrepreneurs negotiate their appearance and bodily variations in their everyday entrepreneurial 
activities, as Hearn et al. (1989, p. 13) have argued, it is of central importance to recognize sexuality as 
“an ordinary and frequent public process rather than an extraordinary feature of private life…to see 
sexuality as one aspect of an all-pervasive ‘politics of the body’ rather than a separable, discrete set of 
practices”. This paper suggests beauty norms are an important consideration for disabled women 
entrepreneurs and exploring disabled women entrepreneurs at varying stages of the entrepreneurial life 
cycle might prove useful to understand and appreciate differences amongst women. 
The framework developed through the paper offers a gender and disability intersectional lens for 
entrepreneurship research providing a conceptual space where disabled women entrepreneurs’ voices 
can be heard at the centre of the overlap between feminist women’s entrepreneurship and FDS research. 
Four theoretical synergies and three theoretical variances are identified to generate questions for future 
research to empirically explore this intersectional space (see Table 1).  Specifically, this paper 
problematizes perceived success based upon the illusion of choice and control (McRobbie, 2015) as an 
addition to the focus on gendered and ableist and homogeneity.  
[INSERT TABLE 1 HERE] 
Conclusion 
This paper offers an intersectional lens to the study of disabled women’s entrepreneurship to 
conceptually illuminate new directions for entrepreneurship research to explore experiences of 
entrepreneuring at the intersection of disability and gender. The gender and disability intersectional lens 
provides a contribution to the field through four theoretical synergies and three theoretical variances 
with new directions for entrepreneurship research outlined to highlight the theoretical and empirical 
potential.  Future approaches to research might include in-depth, feminist, qualitative studies to explore 
the disability and gender intersections in entrepreneurship studies at varying stages of the 
entrepreneurial life cycle and from different perspectives i.e. the subjects themselves, their followers 
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and or supporters. More broadly, this paper suggests the following research questions to further develop 
women’s entrepreneurship literature. Firstly, what difference does disability as a constructed difference 
make for women entrepreneurs’ experiences of entrepreneurship? Secondly, what influence do 
experiences of impairment, including experiences of being a care-recipient, and self-care have upon the 
ways in which women engage with and experience entrepreneurship? This paper suggests orientating 
ourselves to others with solicitude can facilitate a more inclusive context for disabled women’s 
entrepreneurship. Thirdly, what are the implications of the politics of appearance, sexuality and beauty 
and the scrutiny and regulation of the anomalous body for disabled women’s entrepreneurial 
experiences?  
Exploring these questions through a focus upon disabled women entrepreneurs may also contribute 
more broadly to projects concerned with challenging the assumed masculine norm and constructions of 
success, to surface the ways in which bodies are socially mediated (Dale, 2005) through 
entrepreneurship.  Finally, the intersectional lens offered encourages other scholars to conduct and 
explicate different intersections within different contexts and social categories. By drawing upon 
alternative theory bases it offers the potential to enrich our understanding of lived experiences of 
entrepreneuring by challenging normative assumptions through a greater critical appreciation of the 
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